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Abstract  
The significant increase in the demand of pilots estimated for the upcoming years brings along several challenges 
in effective language training, especially in what it involves non-native speakers of English. The issuance of 
operational level 4 should closely observe the mastering of basic ICAO skills, namely vocabulary, structure and 
pronunciation, which should not be underrated or disregarded upon more pragmatic skills. The article addresses 
the most common language problems concerning structure and pronunciation extracted from a list based on ab-
initio pilots’ oral production in order to promote reflection and discussion about perspectives and implications of 
these specific issues in aviation safety. It aims to offer data with reference to some specific language problems 
that should be addressed when designing curriculum, most specially, to the non-native English-speaking ab-initio 
pilots, as well as to promote a reflection on the impact that these issues might take within a framework of analysis 
that proposes language as a (human) factor in aviation safety.  
Introduction 
The 2019 ICAEA Conference held in Tokyo aimed at exploring the Aviation English 
(AE) training needs of ab-initio pilots, air traffic controllers and aviation personnel, considering 
the industry growth and the increasing need of non-native speaking professionals. One of the 
sessions promoted the theme “Equipping ab-initio pilots and controllers with language skills 
for operational training” and, in this direction, I had the opportunity to deliver a workshop 
entitled “Perspectives from Language Issues of Non-Native English Speakers: A More 
Specialized Analysis of Ab-initio Pilots Learner Language”, which is the baseline to this 
article.  
Doc 9835 (ICAO, 2004) features a pyramid with six skills that should guide the 
teaching, learning and assessment of the use of the English language in aviation.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. A pyramid structure of language proficiency 
 
Structure, pronunciation and vocabulary are placed at the bottom because they are the 
basic elements of language that need to be mastered for someone to develop comprehension 
and fluency skills. Interaction is at the top – it is the actual result of the operation of all the 
other skills put together when aviation professionals engage in conversation (Pacheco, 2019). 
If we understand competence as the knowledge that speakers have of their language 
and performance as their linguistic behaviour (Chomsky, 1965; Widdowson, 1996), we could 
say that the bottom skills reflect competence and the top skills could be associated to language 
performance. As there seems to be a consensus that Aviation English has an emphasis on 
content, not form (that is, it is essentially about the linguistic interaction of aviation personnel), 
there is a tendency to focus on the top skills both in teaching and assessment. However, the 
skills are featured in a pyramid, and as such, it should be understood that the bottom skills – 
structure, vocabulary and pronunciation, could not be taken for granted due to the fact that 
interaction will only be successful if the basic language elements are well developed.  
This poses a challenge to professionals who are supposed to teach and assess the 
language used in aviation: Exactly to what extent should norms of English language grammar, 
vocabulary and pronunciation be taught and/or assessed? If we conceive AE within the 
framework of English as a Lingua Franca (EFL) (Jenkins, 2006; Mackenzie, 2014; Estiva, 
Farris, & Molesworth, 2016), there is an agreement that “understanding each other” is our 
 
 
target despite minor structure or pronunciation issues. Yet, how can we reach an agreement as 
to what exactly should be taught or assessed that could have a significant impact on safety?  
Given the growing necessity of non-native English-speaking pilots in the aviation 
market, prospected by Boeing (2019)1 to reach 804.000 pilots by 2018, the need for specialized 
language training requires a more attentive look at the language acquisition process and at the 
elementary language problems of those subjects.  
Learner Language is a powerful source of information (Swan & Smith, 2001). Ellis and 
Barkhuizen (2005) state that the oral and written production of learners should be the primary 
data for the study of L2 acquisition and that competence can only be examined by performance. 
Corpora are formally organized data sets that can allow the analysis of learner language and, 
in the view of Sylviane Granger (2002, 2010) are “a yardstick to measure the distance between 
learner performance and target language”, who also adds that research with learner corpora 
makes it possible “to outline learner needs, teaching objectives and teachability, and what you 
are going to select or ignore”.  
Pacheco (2010) outlines the developmental stages of the acquisition of grammatical 
morphemes of English as a Second Language. She conducted a study based on BELC- 
Brazilian English Learner Corpus, a data base with more than 103.000 words that she organized 
from written texts produced by Brazilian learners of English as a foreign language from eight 
different levels of proficiency.  
Based on these views and mostly on the belief that teachers must always be focusing 
on their students’ problems in order to have better tools to help them, the Aviation English 
Learner Corpus (AELC) is being elaborated, based on the language production of ab-initio 
pilots in the Aeronautical Science Program.  
                                                          
1 https://www.boeing.com/commercial/market/pilot-technician-outlook/ 
 
 
The original intention was to record all the students’ production and organize it in a 
way to allow further contextual analysis. However, due to research constraints such as financial 
support, lack of personnel and time, the learner information is currently limited to lists which 
were built from the “debriefings” of oral presentations.2  
Students in the Aeronautical Science Program offered by the Pontifical Catholic 
University of Rio Grande do Sul have to take four Aviation English courses - namely Inglês 
Aplicado à Aviação I, II, III and IV, which start from the intermediate level of proficiency in 
order to reach the advanced level until the end of the program. Throughout three years, students 
have the chance to build and improve their language skills along with their aeronautical 
knowledge. In order to be approved in the language courses, students must go through two oral 
tests every term, that range from oral presentations about academic articles, airports, airlines 
and accidents/incidents caused by miscommunication to mock interviews. Students are usually 
very attentive to their grades and want a punctual feedback after their performance. This is why 
a “debriefing sheet” was created – so that they can have access to the most observations or 
suggestions on language issues that can be improved.  
Data   
Data were gathered until December 2018 from a total of 781 debriefing sheets, which 
were organized in four lists – one for each course, displaying errors3 regarding STRUCTURE, 
PRONUNCIATION and VOCABULARY domains. An example of a list is featured below:  
N Structure Type N Pronunciation Type N Vocabulary Type Line 
3 builded InflOR 4 Put /ʌ/ uS   simplificate   1 
  It was necessary put InfTO 4 Construction /u/ uS   evolutioning   2 
  Allow the water 
increase 
InfTO   
17 
World/word/ LS   Parents 
(relatives) 
  3 
                                                          
2 Data were collected and analyzed only by Prof. Aline Pacheco. 
3 We understand “errors” as forms that are not considered commonly standardized in the 
English Language.  
 
 
  Ground level don’t 
change 
Infl3rd 3 Region /rεdzən/ eS   The fly had to 
continue 
  4 
5 The both EWArt   Consumption /u/ uS   Are 
considerated 
  5 
4 Depend of WWP   Growing /a/ oS   comparation   6 
  You need 
construction 
WWN 14 Largest/largest/ gS   The flys that 
were chosen 
  7 
 
Table 1. List 1 – Aviation English I excerpt 
 
The analysis conducted with all the data available proposed 56 types of errors pertaining 
to structure and 26 to pronunciation. Vocabulary errors have not been analyzed due to time 
constraints. 4 The following table shows the total number of occurrences distributed by levels.  
 AE I  AEII AEIII AEIV TOTAL 
STRUCT. 471 292 708 485 1956 
PRONUNC. 317 144 263 51 775 
Total of 
Debriefings 
258 142 254 127 781 
 
Table 2. Total Occurrences and Levels 
 
We aim at 400 debriefings for each level, so that we can also have the chance to expand 
the scope to the analysis of the developmental stages of acquisition, for example. As 
prospective research projects, we plan on conducting (i) comparative studies with professional 
Brazilian pilots or (ii) pilots who are speakers of other L1s and comparative studies with data 
from CORPAC (Corpus of Pilot and ATC Communications).5  
                                                          
4 Yet, a preliminary outlook showed they account for few occurrences compared to the 
other two categories and seem to be related to transfer from Brazilian Portuguese.  
5 This is a corpus I have been elaborating since 2016 at PUCRS with João Cavallet, based on 
transcriptions of real emergency situations from a publicly available source called 
VASAVIATION.  
 
 
The information supporting this study has been gathered along three years (2016-2018) 
and, as previously noted, is part of the assessment in regular academic courses. Performing 
these tests, the repetition of the same kinds of language problems has always been intriguing – 
students in the same level tend to make similar errors or to have similar issues, but within an 
English for Specific Purpose framework, it may be more clearly observed. This is particularly 
one of the main motivations for the study: If we have a more specific picture of students’ 
language needs, we are better prepared to deal with them, mostly concerning curriculum 
design.  
Issues regarding structure totaled 1976 and were labeled according to 56 types. They 
ranged from Inflection problems – lack of inflection or inflection overuse, to lack of words like 
prepositions, articles, among others. After calculating the total occurrences for each type and 
level, the ten most frequent errors were selected:  
Order Code AEI AEII AEIII AEIV Total 
1 Infl3rd- Inflection 3rd person 73 32 55 105 265 
2 InflPa - Inflection Past Simple 16 25 160 42 243 
3 PlOu - Plural Overuse 45 32 47 21 145 
4 InflBE - Inflection Verb TO BE 37 24 53 26 140 
5 InflOu3 – Inflection Overuse 3rd p 42 24 26 28 120 
6 WWPn – Wrong Word Pronoun 46 23 20 27 116 
7 WWP – Wrong Word Preposition 16 7 23 18 64 
8 InflOuPa – InFlection Overuse Past 14 15 31 2 62 
9 WWN – Wrong Word Noun 3 6 30 21 60 
10 WWArt – Wrong Word Article 11 14 18 6 49 
  Total          1264 
56 Total of Occurrences 381+90 
=471 
246+46 
=292 
638+71 
=708 
445+40 
=485 
1956 
  Total of Debriefings 258 142 254 127 781 
 
Table 3. Ten most frequent Structure errors distributed in levels of proficiency in the 
Aeronautical Science program 
 
A surprising fact was that they accounted for 64,62% of the total number of structural 
errors – the other 35,42% related to 46 types of problems. Although we predicted students 
would feature similar language problems, we did not expect such conciseness. The following 
pie chart offers a better image of this outcome.  
 
 
 
 
Chart 1. Distribution of Structure Errors 
 
In the following graph, it is possible to see the types of errors distributed according to 
the percentage of occurrences.  
 
 
Chart 2. Percentage of Structure Errors 
 
As for pronunciation, data point to the same direction: 26 types of errors were 
identified, the five most frequent were selected and they accounted for 62,32% of the 
occurrences, leaving the other 21 types to account for 37,67%, as shown below:  
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Chart 3. Distribution of Pronunciation Errors 
 
The following images offer a better picture of the specific pronunciation issues marked 
by students:  
 
 
Chart 4. Percentage of Pronunciation Errors 
 
Order TYPE AEI AEII AEIII AEIV Total 
1 WSS 
Wrong Stressed Syllable 
71     
22.39% 
25      
17.36% 
48      
18.25% 
13         
25.49% 
157           
20.25% 
2 iS 
I sound 
37     
11.67% 
32      
22.22% 
58      
22.05% 
10         
19.60% 
137           
17.67% 
62,32
37,67
Learner Errors -
PRONUNCIATION
5 Most Frequent Others
20,25
17,67
9,93
8,51
5,93
37,67
0
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WSS iS uS ouS oS Others
 
 
3 uS 
U sound 
30     
9.46% 
12      8.33% 32      
12.16% 
3           
5.88% 
77               
9.93% 
4 ouS 
ou Sound 
19     
5.99% 
23      
15.97% 
19      
7.22% 
5            
9.80% 
66               
8.51% 
5 oS 
O Sound  
29     
9.14% 
7        4.86% 7        
2.66% 
3           
5.88% 
46               
5.93% 
  TOTAL  186   
58.67% 
99        
68.75% 
164    
62.35% 
34         
66.66% 
483             
62.32% 
  Others 131   
41.32% 
45        
31.25% 
99      
37.64% 
17         
33.33% 
292            
37.67% 
  Total of Occurrences 317 144 263 51 775 
  Total of Debriefings 258 142 254 127 781 
 
Table 4. Percentage of Pronunciation Errors distributed by levels 
 
Perspectives 
Data gathered from the debriefings confirmed that student-pilots in the Aeronautical 
Science Program tend to present quite similar language issues, surpassing expectations, which 
is very positive when envisioning better teaching practices and curriculum design. 
Notwithstanding, it poses another challenge: How significant are those language issues to 
aviation safety? In other words, to what extent would these structure and pronunciation 
problems be considered a potential threat if/when committed in a risky aeronautical 
communication scenario?  
If we, professionals involved in the Aviation English context, could reach a finer 
agreement on those forms, we would have more effective tools to better guide pilots, whether 
in teaching or assessment.  
The idea was proposed as a discussion in two workshop sessions and participants were 
tagged according to their professional performance (pilot, ATC, teacher/trainer, rater, other) 
and required to answer the following question in various moments - individually, in groups 
with their peers, in mixed groups and, at last, individually again:  
“How would you rate the following errors? 6 
                                                          
6 A worksheet was provided and is made available in the Appendix of this article.  
 
 
VS – Very significant 
S – Significant 
NS – Not significant”  
More specifically, the question addressed how potentially threatening the following 
language issues are to cause breakdown in a problematic communication scenario in aviation 
– the exchange between Native (NES) and Non-native English speakers (NNES) or NNES and 
NNES. For instance, a Brazilian pilot flying for a Chinese Airline over Russian airspace, 
sharing the cockpit with a French pilot – what is the impact of linguistic noises? 7 
Below, we present two tables with the most frequent errors and examples extracted 
from the lists, which were the support for the discussions.  
Error Type - STRUCTURE Examples 
1. INFL3p (Inflection 3rd person) “The airport have…” 
“ where the procedure occur” 
“ when the light touch the ground “ 
“GRU airport know that” 
“The airport no have limits”   
2. INFLPA (Inflection Past Simple) “The pilot decides for…” 
“The company not participated” 
“He take the control” 
“We have to enter a holding pattern” 
“The airport not opened…” 
3. PlOu (Plural Overuse) “feets” 
“ a lot of mens and womens” 
“17 millions peoples” 
“aircrafts” 
“some informations” 
4. InflBE (Inflection BE) “These programs is” 
“They was the first company” 
“How people is affected” 
“ Some hubs which is far” 
“Operations was interrupted” 
5. InflOu3rd (Inflection Overuse 3rdp) “They goes” 
“They doesn’t operate” 
“Problems occurs because…” 
“All the airlines that appears..” 
“They has the number” 
6. WWPn (Wrong Word Pronoun) “His operations are…” (the company’s) 
“Your routes could be…”(the company’s) 
“He collided with the mountain “(the plane) 
“Qantas bought … planes for her…” 
                                                          
7 “noise”: anything that interferes with communication, eg., mispronunciation, syntactic 
misconstructions, wrong word choice.  
 
 
“Airports who have…” 
7. WWP (Wrong Word Preposition) “for save the company” 
“in the runway” 
“In this day” 
“Instead to say” 
“To be on Ryanair” 
8. InflOuPa (Inflection Overuse Past) “It started to came down” 
“The tower did not understood” 
“We could heard” 
“…Didn’t found more…” 
“He started to took off” 
9. WWN (Wrong Word Noun) “Everyone can be more safety” 
“I will flight/I didn’t flight a lot” 
“ I choice for this” 
“The company must management” 
“It’s very danger if you” 
10. WWArt (Wrong Word Article) “The Fraport…” 
“A alternate” 
“the both aircraft” 
“The Ryanair airlines/The Air China” 
“A airlines/A Airbus” 
 
Table 5. Examples of the Ten Most frequent Structure Errors 
 
Error Type- PRONUNCIATION Examples 
1. WWS (Wrong Stressed Syllable) Deve’lop(ed) 
Ins’trument 
Ma’nage 
Pa’ssengers 
‘control 
Moni’toring 
2. iSound8 Since /ɑɪ/ 
Crisis /ɪ/ 
Financial /ɪ/ 
Engines /ɑɪ/ 
ILS /ɪ/ 
3. uSound Put  /ʌ/   
Push /ʌ/ 
Instructed /ʊ/ 
Occurred /ɪʊ/ 
Urgent /ɪʊ/ 
4. ouSound South /oʊ/ 
Routes /oʊ/ 
Country /ɑʊ/ 
Source /ʌ/ 
Mountains /oʊ/ 
5. oSound Lower /ɑʊ/ 
Other /oʊ/ 
Cost /oʊ/ 
Allow /oʊ/ 
Above /oʊ/ 
 
                                                          
8 It is important to remark that what is meant by “sound” as in “iSound” is all phonetic 
manifestations of the letter “I”.  
 
 
Table 6. Examples of the Ten Most frequent Pronunciation Errors 
 
Participants got really engaged into the discussion, which was the goal of the workshop 
and very fruitful in the sense of promoting reflection from different perspectives. Some aspects 
can be highlighted:  
− When in “Peer groups”, attendees apparently followed a similar line of reasoning. 
Yet, when in “mixed groups”, discussions were more intense and collaborative, 
which, is several occasions, caused individuals to change their minds on the 
significance of the error.  
− teachers/trainers seemed to find certain errors more threatening than pilots or 
ATCOs. 
− The lack of context in some cases made it harder to analyze the error. 9 
− Attendees seemed to be familiar with most errors regarding structure, but not so 
much with the ones about pronunciation. This fact poses another challenge to be 
pursued in research: How similar can aviation English learners from different 
L1s/nationalities be? Do they tend to have similar problems or errors could mostly 
be attributed to first language interference?   
Although all the attendees were truly involved in the discussions, most participants did 
not manage to answer the worksheet appropriately, which compromised an accurate number to 
                                                          
9  Error analysis is much easier when tied to a detailed context. However, since aviation 
communication is a high stakes environment and not all the threatening scenarios can be 
predictable, we decided to propose a  kind of analysis in which attendees would be free to 
think about a suitable scenario. 
 
 
be considered as the results. The answers that reflect the group discussions are also incomplete, 
and not all participants returned the worksheet. 10  
However, we decided to include in this article the numbers that we have in order to 
provide the reader with some views of different aviation professionals on the subject.  
STRUC. INDIVIDUAL ANSWERS 
TEACHER 
(14) 
PILOT 
(3) 
ATCO 
(4) 
RATER 
(2) 
OTHER 
(4) 
NOT 
SPECIFIED 
(7) 
VS S NS VS S NS VS S NS VS S NS VS S NS VS S NS 
Infl3rdp 0 1 13 0 0 3 0 0 4 0 0 2 0 0 4 0 2 5 
InflPa 2 8 4 1 0 2 3 0 1 0 1 1 0 3 1 5 2 0 
PlOu 1 6 7 0 0 3 0 0 4 0 1 1 0 0 4 1 1 5 
InflBe 0 6 8 0 0 3 0 2 3 1 0 1 1 1 2 0 4 3 
InflOu3 2 4 8 0 1 2 1 2 1 1 0 1 0 2 2 0 6 1 
WWPr 5 6 3 1 1 1 1 1 2 0 2 0 3 1 0 3 2 2 
WWP 5 3 5 0 2 1 1 1 2 0 2 0 1 1 2 4 2 1 
InflOuPa 2 3 8 0 0 3 2 0 2 0 0 2 1 2 1 2 1 5 
WWN 6 7 0 0 1 2 1 3 0 0 1 1 2 2 0 3 3 1 
WWArt 1 5 7 0 0 3 0 2 2 0 0 2 0 3 1 2 0 5 
 
Table 7. Individual Ratings regarding Structure (Preliminary Results) 
 
PRON. INDIVIDUAL ANSWERS 
TEACHER 
(10) 
PILOT 
(3) 
ATCO 
(4) 
RATER 
(2) 
OTHER 
(5) 
NOT 
SPECIFIED 
(5) 
VS S NS VS S NS VS S NS VS S NS VS S NS VS S NS 
Wrong 
Stressed 
Syllable 
5 3 2 1 0 2 2 0 2 1 0 1 1 3 1 3 1 1 
iS 4 6 0 1 0 2 2 2 0 1 1 0 1 3 0 2 2 1 
uS 1 7 2 0 1 2 2 2 0 1 1 0 1 1 1 2 2 1 
ouS 3 6 1 0 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 2 1 3 1 
oS 2 6 1 1 0 2 2 2 0 1 1 0 1 3 0 2 2 1 
 
Table 8. Individual Ratings regarding Pronunciation (Preliminary Results) 
 
The above results are clearly not conclusive, especially due to the very few responses 
registered. Nevertheless, it is possible to remark that:  
                                                          
10 The original intention of the workshop was fully attained - to have the participants discuss 
their different perspectives. It was not originally intended as a formal study with results – 
e.g. participants have not been requested to fill out a consent form.  
 
 
− Pronunciation problems seem to have been considered more threatening than 
structure problems overall;  
− Teachers, as the majority of the participants who registered the results (and likely 
the majority to attend the workshops) tend to consider the language issues more 
significantly threatening than pilots (and other professionals); 
− Regarding “Structure”, InflPa (Inflection Past Simple) and WWPr (Wrong Word 
Pronoun) seem to have been considered more threatening by all professionals 
compared to the other errors.  
− As for Pronunciation, WWS (Wrong Stressed Syllable) seems to have been 
analyzed consensually as a problem.  
As we can see, there is still a lot to be done. The original objective of the workshop was 
attained, and it opened an array of possibilities in order to deepen specific information about 
the judgement on the relevance of language issues.  
Implications 
Mathews suggests a pyramid for where “research” is placed at the bottom as a base for 
all kinds of actions towards the use of language for aviation safety (Pacheco, 2019). In order 
to have a clearer picture of what to research, she also offers a taxonomy that outstands language 
as a factor in the investigation of accidents or incidents.  
Language is a fundamental component of communication and, as such, is intrinsically 
associated to human factors, defined in DOC 9683 as “an understanding of the predictable 
human capabilities and limitations and the application of this understanding are the primary 
concerns of Human Factors. “(p. 1-1-2) 
The below image depicts, in a simple way, language as a factor in communication.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Language as a Human factor (the author) 
 
Historically, it has been comprehended by the term “communications”, which 
undermines its potential (Mathews, Pacheco, & Albritton, 2019).  
The idea is to reinforce the impact of specific language issues in communications. 
Language is taken for granted and underrated given the growing demand of pilots and aviation 
professionals in general.  
If we could improve the scope of specific language problems and how they might affect 
aviation safety, we would have better tools to design curriculum and deal with the core 
problems that might cause miscommunication.  
Hence, “Language as a Human Factor in Aviation”, or LHUFT, is a perspective of 
analysis and also a Research Center at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, which “aims to 
support improved aviation safety through better understanding of the issues around language 
and culture in flight safety.”11 This study is intrinsically associated with this proposal as it 
offers data supported by academic research that can be used for curriculum design.  
                                                          
11 https://commons.erau.edu/db-lhuft/ 
 
 
It is not an easy task to rate uncontextualized language occurrences, especially in such 
a constrained language environment as aviation. The context of the utterance allows for a much 
broader analysis in what if offers precious information for a more pragmatic account.  
However, if we think about the need for research that approaches specific language 
problems featuring structure and pronunciation having in mind accident or incident analysis, 
we see that having particular language issues can be a contribution to curriculum design. In 
other words, if we think about the implications that certain errors may have in aviation safety, 
we realize that we lack studies both about accident or incident investigation and about the 
impact that certain language problems may have in these events.  
Let us take the example of a sentence from the Avianca 052 episode. The co-pilot said, 
“We run out of fuel”, and the structural error due to the lack of tense markers clearly contributed 
to the tragic outcome of the event. We understand that he was trying to mean “we are running 
out of fuel” but did not manage to inflect it appropriately. As is, the sentence does not 
communicate much if we understand that Present Simple is used to express routine situations. 
One can say that it would only be correct in a context in which the pilots might want to express 
that running out of fuel is something usual, which is not supposed to be frequent in aviation. 
So, context is indeed relevant to a broader analysis, but specific language errors cannot be 
disregarded even if they do not have a context in the moment of the analysis because they are 
still errors, and as such, can be interpreted erroneously in a scenario that we would never set 
up before.  
Tenerife, the most classical example of how language issues can ultimately trigger a 
tragedy, is also an illustration of this point. The sentence “at takeoff”, if analyzed in isolation, 
can only mean “at takeoff point”, as understood by the controller. Even aware that contextual 
clues are essential for successful communication, we understand that they do not dismiss the 
 
 
need to train aviation professionals as best as we can in order to avoid possible communication 
breakdowns.  
That is, aviation people make use of a lot of communication strategies in order to attain 
mutual understanding even with structural and pronunciation problems considering the 
diversity of speakers’ language background. Aviation English is used as a Lingua Franca by 
native and non-native speakers of English. Yet, aviation safety can be harmed if sentences are 
context-dependent in the sense that we must always rely on the context to understand tense 
marks - we cannot assume that errors will always be understood and clarified by contextual 
clues.  
The point here is not to enforce aviation English lessons that focus on grammar rules 
and strict pronunciation practices, but not to disregard basic English language features 
regarding structure and pronunciation that ensure mutual understanding because learners seem 
to master the routine of aviation communications and are under the pressure of having hold an 
ICAO language proficiency operational Level 4. The ICAO skills are displayed in a pyramid 
and, because of that, the bottom skills must support the top ones.  
Through the framework of Jeremy Mell’s adaptation of the Swiss Cheese Model - as 
below, we should not allow certain language problems to be ‘a hole in the cheese”.  
 
 
Figure 3. Adaptation of the Reason Model (Mell, 2004) 
 
 
 
As well noted by Monteiro (2012), awareness is crucial as an impediment of a 
communication breakdown, and as pointed by Mell, as a final “layer” that should be accounted 
for. However, insofar as possible, language standardization should be encouraged not only in 
what refers to phraseology, but also in those plain language standardized aspects that need to 
be accounted for in order to mitigate communication breakdowns.  
Conclusion 
Teaching Aviation English is challenging in a lot of aspects, but one of the most 
complex things is to attain a balance in what is relevant to be taught and redundantly practiced. 
Given the growing demand for pilots and the need to have them all “operational”, the whole 
industry tends to focus on more pragmatic language aspects, disregarding, at times, issues that 
may not seem priority, but might cause communication problems. In this study, tense markers 
showed to be an issue for student-pilots as well as impactful to aviation safety as featured in 
Avianca 052. Research is one of the best tools to deal with it, as it allows for data and 
discussion. It is still constrained by several hurdles, though.  We intend to promote further 
studies that can offer a better view on the relevance of certain errors regarding structure and 
pronunciation, also considering the upcoming challenges in communication technologies that 
include text communications.  
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Appendix 1  
Worksheet 
 
ICAEA Conference – TOKYO, 2019 Session 3 - WORKSHOP D - Aline Pacheco, Pontifical 
Catholic University of RS, Brazil 
Perspectives from language issues of non-native English speakers: a more specialized analysis of 
ab-initio pilots learner language 
 
WORKSHEET 
1. Are you a ... ?      (   )teacher/trainer   (   )pilot    (   )ATCO    (   ) Rater    (   )other 
How would you rate the following “errors” as threats to communication in aviation?  
VS – Very Significant    S – Significant    NS – Not Significant 
• STRUCTURE:  
Error Type Part I: Peers Part II: Mixed 8.Final 
Answer 2.YOU 3.GROUP 4.YOU 5.YOU 6.GROUP 7.YOU 
        
INFL3p (Inflection 3rd person)        
INFLPA (Inflection Past Simple)        
PlOu (Plural Overuse)        
InflBE (Inflection BE)        
InflOu3rd (Inflection Overuse 3rdp)        
WWPr (Wrong Word Pronoun)        
WWP (Wrong Word Preposition)        
InflOuPa (Inflection Overuse Past)        
WWN (Wrong Word Noun)        
WWArt (Wrong Word Article)        
        
• PRONUNCIATION 
Error Type Part I: Peers Part II: Mixed 8.Final 
Answer 2.YOU 3.GROUP 4.YOU 5.YOU 6.GROUP 7.YOU 
WWS: Wrong Stressed Syllable        
iSound        
uSound        
ouSound        
oSound        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
